CHAPTER    XIV
A BOUT noontide of the following day they reached the
XJLCowpasture River, which they crossed on a catamaran
improvised from apple-tree boughs bound together with
vines, and gained the rough, broken country lying at the
foot of the mountain range which traverses the middle of
New Holland. Never had Rashleigh been in a more soli-
tary and forbidding place; and so poor was the soil that
even the native grasses grew so scantily that there was not
pasturage even for the hardy indigenous animals of Aus-
tralia.
They travelled for three days through this sterile country
without coming upon a house or a single human being. To
add to the prevailing depression, the provisions began to
run short; but towards noon on the fourth day they came to
the summit of a lofty range, from which could be seen a
prospect of such beauty and majesty that Rashleigh forgot
for a few minutes all the torments and fears that had com-
panioned him, whilst he revelled in the glory of the panorama
below and before them. A steep precipice fell for some
hundreds of feet before him, down to the broad expanse of
low country. At the precipice's base the Nepean River, con-
fined by high banks to a width of only one hundred yards,
roared tumultuously along its bed strewn with immense
rocks around which the water was churned into whitest foam.
Far on either side glorious glimpses of the winding river
could be seen through the foliage, like a giant silver ribbon
threaded through a tapestry of green and brown. Against
the sky rose the sombre mountains, their rolling sides almost
covered by the dark evergreen growths of New Holland,
with here and there a naked peak rising boldly to sublimity.
Between the precipice and the hills stretched nearly level
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